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otherwise his assertion is idle talk and nothing but an
arbitrary hypothesis.
We might have expected that the authors who wrote
on the Materialist Conception of History, should at least
have made an attempt to do this. But what they say on
the subject is indeed idle talk. Cunow informs us that
men of genius are influenced by their environment and
by prevailing opinions, which is not to the point, being
as natural as it is uninteresting. It is what is new in the
man's gifts, the qualities by which he distinguishes him-
self from his fellow men, all that he does not owe to
environment, that interests us in a man of genius. If
he had no extraordinary qualities, if environment had
made him exactly like all the rest, we would not call
him a man of genius nor be interested in his personality.
As Xenopol well said: " Les conditions peuvent faire
tout excepte le genie lui-meme'\ Cunow adds that
genius, when it is of surpassing greatness and too much
in advance of its time, frequently goes unrecognised and
proves ineffectual. But what does its failure prove,
except that contemporaries were much less intelligent,
that the difference between them and the man of genius
was in this case even greater than in others ? And the
fact that the work of great men often has its full effect
much later neither impairs its effect nor its importance.
Nothing could be more banal than the frequent objec-
tions that there are limits to the work of genius, that
great men are liable to make mistakes, that their dis-
coveries are often imperfect or are later rejected and
replaced by newer ones. Nobody ever thought or said
that men of genius are all-powerful or infallible.
Partly from a misconceived political interest, to
ingratiate themselves with the multitude, and partly
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